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Isaiah 43:16-21 
Thus says the LORD, who makes a way in the sea, a path in the mighty waters, who brings out 
chariot and horse, army and warrior; they lie down, they cannot rise, they are extinguished, 
quenched like a wick: Do not remember the former things, or consider the things of old. I am 
about to do a new thing; now it springs forth, do you not perceive it? I will make a way in the 
wilderness and rivers in the desert. The wild animals will honor me, the jackals and the 
ostriches; for I give water in the wilderness, rivers in the desert, to give drink to my chosen 
people, the people whom I formed for myself so that they might declare my praise. 
 
As Christians, we understand Jesus to be both fully human and fully divine. The Gospel of 
John leans into the fully divine part. Just prior to the passage that we are going to focus in on 
today, the friend of Jesus and brother of Mary and Martha, falls ill and dies. His name is 
Lazarus. 
 
Lazarus dies and his body is prepared and placed in a tomb. Jesus arrives 4 days later. After 
speaking with Martha and Mary, he goes to the tomb – is reminded that the stench will be “4 
days worth” – then with a loud voice cries, “Lazarus, come out!” 
 
And Lazarus does. 
 
The religious authorities hear of this, realize they are on the cusp of losing all of their power 
and authority, and they plot to kill Jesus. The last verse of chapter 11 says: Now the chief priests 
and the Pharisees had given orders that anyone who knew where Jesus was should let them 
know, so that they might arrest him (11:57). 
 
That is the kind of tension that is in the air. 
 
John 12:1-8 
Six days before the Passover Jesus came to Bethany, the home of Lazarus, whom he had raised 
from the dead. There they gave a dinner for him. Martha served, and Lazarus was one of those 
at the table with him. Mary took a pound of costly perfume made of pure nard, anointed Jesus’ 
feet, and wiped them with her hair. The house was filled with the fragrance of the perfume.  
 
But Judas Iscariot, one of his disciples (the one who was about to betray him), said, “Why was 
this perfume not sold for three hundred denarii and the money given to the poor?” (He said this 
not because he cared about the poor, but because he was a thief; he kept the common purse and 
used to steal what was put into it.)  
 
Jesus said, “Leave her alone. She bought it so that she might keep it for the day of my burial. You 
always have the poor with you, but you do not always have me.” 
 
The stories of God for the people of God… thanks be to God. 
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Let’s spend some time in this room where an oil meant for burial, worth a year of wages, has 
just been poured out on very much alive feet… and the floor… and Mary’s  hair. 
 
As the aroma of it bursts into the room – let’s put away our 21st century allergenic sensitivities  
and think about the relief that the scent flooding the room was now perfume and no longer 
Lazarus. 
 
I offer that not as a joke. Lazarus was alive, but he had to still smell and maybe even look a bit 
like death. And because Jesus raised him from the dead, Jesus himself was now a dead man 
walking. Everyone present in that home knew it. 
 
This was not a fun, kicked-back, dinner party at Martha’s house. This was six days before the 
Passover, on the outskirts of Jerusalem, a city just waiting to turn on the King of Israel – who 
in less than a week would ride into their death trap. 
 
And Mary… she gets it. In her anointing of Jesus, her faithful discipleship is fully revealed. It is 
revealed in this act of love, this anointing before he dies. She fulfills the love command before 
he teaches it. She embraces the departure of Jesus before he tells his followers what it means. 
 
Mary gets it. 
She is our model. 
What would it mean to live like her?  

To risk like her? 
 To pour out our love like her? 

 
What a waste. What a holy waste. 
 
Some of you grew up with or around or have heard stories about people who grew up during 
the Great Depression and wasted nothing. Everything was saved. Next generations going into 
homes or apartments to help clean up or downsize would find collections of plastic, 
aluminum foil, twist ties, buttons, string, elastic bands, all in jars and containers that were 
also saved and collected. 
 
Soap chips were saved and compressed into new “bars” of soap. 
Liquid soap was diluted with water over and over until there was not a sud to be found. 
 
We all have our waste not want not moments. 
 
If someone gives me a gift in a gift bag, and they have written my name on the tag on the gift 
bag, I feel like they have broken the code of conduct that we all silently agreed to. Don’t write 
a name on the tag so that gift bag can be reused for eternity. 
 
In a previous life, I had a sister-in-law who ironed wrapping paper.  
 
“Waste not. Want not.” That’s what it says on the plaques in our grandparents’ houses. 
Wastefulness is unwise. It’s bad for the environment. It’s bad for budgets. 
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Mary poured a year’s worth of salary on the floor. It could have been used for so much more.  
You can tell Judas was thinking that. He was there, calculating it all.  Every last drop. Judas 
asked why the money wasn’t given to the poor. He’s kind of a bad guy, Judas, but it’s not a bad 
question.  
 
It’s probably one that feels familiar in our own mouths. 
Isn’t there a better use?  
Are there not people who could be served instead?  
 
Jesus responds by quoting Deuteronomy: You will always have the poor with you.  
There will never cease to be a time when they are with you. He is not absolving us from our 
commitment to the poor. In fact, I think he might be pushing on Judas’ actual priorities. “The 
poor are with you right now, Judas, and yet you don’t seem to be feeling any urgency.” 
 
Mary’s love feels urgent. She acts out of a love born of a full heart, a love that is not 
calculated, a love oblivious to risk. Perhaps it was a waste.  . . but it is not condemned by 
Jesus. Rather it is celebrated by Jesus.  
 
What a waste. What a holy waste. 
 
In thinking about wasteful acts of love. I am reminded of the sentimental, almost sappy, short 
story: The Gift of the Magi. In it a young couple, Della and Jim, poor as church mice, want to 
give each other Christmas gifts. Because they can’t afford to do anything else: Della cuts off 
her hair and sells it to buy Jim a chain for his treasured gold watch. Jim sells his watch to buy 
Della a set of combs for her long, beautiful hair. Their gifts, once given, were useless – but 
were they a waste? 
 
There are plenty of people who consider church – being a part of a faith community - a waste; 
a waste of time, a waste of resources, a waste of conviction. I may have once thought that was 
an insult. I may have tried to defend my use of time. But now, I’ll just trust that it is a holy 
waste.   
 
For there are things we do here that don’t make sense if you calculate them.  
The choir wastes hours on a piece of music that is over in three minutes.  
The Sunday School teachers waste effort and materials on students that will leave focused on 
the snacks more than the lesson.  
Adults waste time in studies that often leave them with more questions of faith than answers.  
Deacons waste whole afternoons visiting older members who may not even remember they 
were there.  
 
To be the church, I believe, requires a Mary-kind of love. a willingness to waste ourselves for 
the one that we love. Because, like Mary, our love is for Jesus… and his love is for us. 
 
You know, it would have been altogether reasonable, so very understandable, if after that 
dinner, Jesus had just received that love and gone home - put his sweet-smelling feet in his 
sandals and headed north.  
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He could have just withdrawn from view for a while, resumed his teaching in the synagogue,  
gone on quietly caring for the poor, practiced a little carpentry, lived to a ripe old age. There 
were plenty of people who advised him to do just that.  
 
Today we celebrate the sacrament of Communion, a reminder that Jesus could have done 
that, but instead, he got up just a few mornings later and rode into Jerusalem,  
to his arrest,  

to his crucifixion,  
to his death.  

 
What a waste. What a holy waste.i 
 
 
 
 
 
 
In the name of the Creator and the Christ and the Holy Spirit. Amen. 

 
i This sermon was influenced by the work of the Reverend Meg McLaughlin. “Fifth Sunday of Lent – March 17, 2013” The 
Well, Montreat, NC. 2012. 


